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The resources presented in this book arose out of activities in the Bench Marks 
Community Monitors School. The ideas, tools and guidelines build on the work of 
activists, across the globe over a long period of activism.

The Facilitators Team of the Community Monitors School 2015-2016, contribut-
ed directly to developing the activities presented in this book. The team included:

Susan Moraba Boledi
Olebogeng Motene
Jo Mashilo
Mdu Tshabablala
Meshack Mbangula
Sobantu Mzwakele
Bobby Marie

We express thanks to the following friends and comrades who contributed to 
developing the tools and guidelines:  

Malin Olofsson guided the development of our methodology in the area of 
investigations, writings news articles and making radio podcasts 
Tyler Spencer assisted in setting up our Crowd Map and helped develop 
guidelines on making short reports.

Production Team:

Shamim Meer (Editor) 
Naadira Patel (Design)

We would like to thank our donor partners, with whom we share a commitment to 
social justice. They include our donors who provided core support: 

Christian Aid 
Bread for the World - Protestant Development Service 
Diakonia Sweden & Switzerland 
Raith Foundation 
Norwegian Church Aid 
Church of Sweden 

We express special thanks to Bread for All – Switzerland who has supported the 
monitoring school for many years.

Moses Cloete
Bench Marks Foundation
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The Bench Marks Foundation is proud to present the second edition of the 
Community Monitors Resource Book. 

The Bench Marks Foundation arose out of a church based movement that 
was actively involved in resisting apartheid oppression. The Bench Marks 
Foundation was set up, in the new democracy, as this movements contribution 
towards a truly democratic South Africa free of both political as well as social 
and economic oppression.

We note with great disappointment that democracy, the vote, a popularly 
elected government and very powerful institutions of state, do not easily 
translate into equality among citizens and a good life for all. As our research 
shows corporations continue to extract profit at the expense of poor 
communities, and the environment. We have witnessed government leaders 
violate the mandate given to them and worse still individual political leaders 
pursue their private interests to the detriment of the country and its people.

This has not shaken our faith. We see this as a new call for greater involvement 
to protect a century long struggle for a society free from race discrimination 
as well as social and economic exploitation.

We are greatly encouraged, especially by young people who, despite the 
terrible limits imposed on their communities, have risen to provide leadership. 
We have worked alongside them and have listened to their call “Nothing for 
us without us,” to give support so that they speak in their own voice and 
decide on their own future. 

We have realized, through our work with the community monitors, that the 
tasks of supporting organisations in very poor and marginalised communities 
is not an easy one. Great innovation in approaches and methods has been an 
ongoing necessity in this context. This resource book draws together some 
of the innovative ideas that we developed over the past six years with the 
Community Monitoring School’s facilitators. Facilitators worked with close to 
a hundred activists who live in communities affected by mining.

We congratulate the facilitating team for producing a resource that reflects 
the work of local community organisations and activists.

John Capel & Bishop Jo Seoka
Bench Marks Foundation
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The resources in this book arise out of the work in the Bench Marks 
Foundation Community Monitors School. The activities build on the ideas 
and experiences from the larger movement of community and trade union 
activism across the world. 

The Community Monitors School has been in operation since 2010 in 
communities affected by mining in South Africa. These communities have 
been disrupted by mining activities. Most communities lost their land and 
traditional livelihoods when the mines entered their areas. Any hope they 
may have had that mining would provide employment has not been realized. 
The mines provide jobs for only a few. The majority is unemployed, no longer 
able to carry out their previous livelihood activities and live in increased 
poverty. Even while on their doorstep is a mining company that makes huge 
profits. 

In almost all cases communities were not consulted when mining activities 
were being planned or established. They were not consulted once the mines 
began their operations. In most cases their environment is devastated – their 
water sources and the air around them is polluted, their houses are cracked 
from mine blasts, their cattle have no land to graze on.  They find that they 
have to wage continuous struggles in order to be heard. 

INTRODUCTION
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The government officials they elect and the traditional leaders who are meant 
to represent them tend to work closely with the mining companies. They do 
not represent the voices of the community. The police are known to use 
force to stop community actions. Activists are harassed and some detained, 
even when the actions they take are within the law. 

There is a great imbalance of power between a poor community living close 
to a mine on the one hand and a mining company that makes huge profits 
and that is supported by government on the other.

However communities affected by mining are not passive. They constantly 
engage the authorities, and activists within these communities are constantly 
looking for new ways to take up their struggles. The resources in this book 
aim to inspire and support community activists to explore new ideas and 
tactics that have the potential to disrupt this unequal power relationship.
 
The underlying idea in this book is that activists learn best when they take 
time to reflect on their actions, gather new ideas, explore new perspectives 
and take new action. This book then is a guide to reflection and offers new 
perspectives and ideas on activism.

In CHAPTER 1 we focus on developing a creative activist mind. We present 
a writing tool that helps activists develop their personal confidence, their 
creativity and their skills to reflect and write. 

In CHAPTER 2 we focus on helping activists to work with a group of people 
in the community to build a shared understanding of the key problems the 
community faces and to consider possible actions they can take as a group. 
We introduce mapping tools that can help an activist group understand 
their physical and social environment and the past events that affected and 
shaped the community. We introduce tools that help an activist group to 
understand who in the community will support the change they want and 
who will oppose change. Finally, we introduce a tool for understanding root 
causes of problems. 

In CHAPTER 3 we introduce ideas and guidelines to assist the activist in 
building community action through clever and creative tactics. We are aware 
that there is a power imbalance between a poorly resourced community and 
the big corporation supported by political elites. However, we believe that 
with skillful and creative action, community activists can use their limited 
resources to disrupt the power of the powerful.

In CHAPTER 4 we focus on building a deeper understanding of problems 
through systematic investigation. We introduce guidelines on how to 
investigate a problem, so that a deeper understanding of the context may 
contribute to powerful action.
 
In CHAPTER 5 we focus on assisting the activist to write short, sharp 
reports, longer news articles and formal reports. Writing is an important 
skill, which enables activists to set out the findings of their investigations 

Resource Manual For Community Activists Vol 2 / 2017



12

and to formulate clear demands to decision makers. An important way of 
building power is to write one’s own story with clarity and sharpness. We 
provide guidelines for writing reports, articles, letters and memorandums.

In CHAPTER 6 we look at how activists can combine different media tools 
with traditional protest action to pressure for change. We provide information 
and guidelines on creating a people’s media and communications system, 
and we provide tools and ideas to build a campaign. 

In CHAPTER 7 we present guidelines on key media tools, which activists 
can use in their media actions. We include both traditional media tools, 
such as newsletters, as well as new Internet digital media tools such as 
podcasts, websites, blogs, WhatsApp, Twitter and Facebook. We introduce 
digital mapping or crowd maps as a tool for organising and for presenting 
information. We provide guides for taking pictures and videos that tell stories 
and we provide tips for conducting interviews.

In CHAPTER 8 we raise a challenging question: ‘Can we create an 
organisation that mirrors the type of society we want?’ That is a society 
where people actively control their day-to-day lives and make important 
decisions concerning their future. We urge activists to think critically about 
their organisational practise and to experiment with new ideas and practises 
of organising that promote community participation and control. We provide 
discussion questions at the end of the chapter. These questions allow an 
activist group to reflect on their own organisation and the changes they 
would like to make. 

The chapters do not have to be used in the sequence presented in this book. 
Start from the theme most important to you. 

This resource book is a store of ideas, guidelines and tools to use in activism. 
Community action does not follow a single or predictable pattern. It requires 
innovation and adaptation at every step. This resource book is therefore 
meant to provide insights and inspiration for activists to use in ways best 
suited to their local context.
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